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ABSTRACT
While recent sport research has highlighted benefits of racial diversity on teams and in the
workplace, few studies have examined how demographic composition is perceived by college
athletes. Fewer have investigated how racially marginalized athletes experience the
phenomena. Thus, the current study explores the intersection of race, gender, and athletic
identity in Black college athletes at DI Historically White Institutions (HWIs), perceptions of
inclusion, and its influence on sense of belonging. Employing critical race theory, two focus
groups and six semi-structured interviews that incorporated vignettes were conducted with
six current Black athletes at DI HWIs in the Southeastern U.S. Findings revealed five
emergent themes: (a) overcompensation for racial marginalization, (b) gendered racism, (c)
commitment to social justice activism and allyship, (d) athlete bubble on campus, and (e)
invisibility of holistic identity. This research highlights the nuanced experiences of Black
college athletes at HWIs and provides implications for coaches, administrators, and faculty
to foster a true inclusive environment.
Keywords: Black college athletes, equity, inclusion, sense of belonging, social justice

The year 2020 will forever be a historic marker in United States (U.S.) history. As leaders
responded to a global pandemic (COVID-19), political and social unrest pervaded the nation. A
unique social and cultural climate ensued, which arguably can be attributed to the murder of
George Floyd, as nationwide protests for racial and social justice sparked through the Black Lives
Matter movement (BLM). Racism and racial inequality reemerged at the forefront of media
attention as an endemic and deeply ingrained issue (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2016; West, 2017).
The exploration of race as a socially constructed phenomenon (Bell, 1992; Hartigan, 2009)
constitutes shared worldviews and experiences between racial group members (Bimper &
Harrison, 2011). As such, oppressive ideologies and structural arrangements grounded in racism
adversely impact specific racial groups, such as Black1 people in the U.S. Notably, the same
hegemonic structures of society that systemically undermine social justice and equality are
reflected within institutions of higher education and collegiate athletics (Bimper, 2014; Cooper,
2016a). Sport as a social institution has been and will remain intertwined with societal occurrences
and arrangements related to power and privilege (Cooper et al., 2017; Sage, 1998).
While many universities and athletic organizations have adopted current social trends to
promote a more diverse and inclusive community, campus undertones of racism and sexism
contribute to experiences of isolation and a low sense of belonging for Black students at
historically white institutions (HWIs; Feagin, 2006; Gayles et al., 2018; Hurtado et al., 2007). In a
study examining the impacts of racial stigmas on academic persistence, Chang and colleagues
(2016) found that hostile racial climates warrant greater negative experiences for African
American students than their white counterparts. These experiences are heightened for Black
1

The terms “African American” and “Black” will be used interchangeably to refer to the racial
distinction associated with people of African descent within the United States who are descendants
of ancestors who may have been subjected to chattel slavery and intergenerational systemic racism
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collegiate athletes. In an examination of the perceptions of discriminatory acts by professors and
peers at a DI university, Comeaux (2012) found that Black athletes described instances of their
intellectual abilities and academic motivation being questioned. In addition, these Black college
athletes described experiencing racial stereotypes by other members of the campus community.
Although Black collegiate athletes experience increased social capital on campus regarding their
athletic status (Putnam, 2000), they still receive differential treatment from their white
counterparts in academic, social, and athletic settings as a stigmatized population at HWIs
(Cooper, 2019; Clopton, 2010; Singer, 2005).
Historically, Black collegiate athletes have been targets of racial stereotyping as athletes and
as racialized students (Cooper & Hawkins, 2012; Jolly et al., 2020). Instances of being disregarded
by faculty and support staff (Comeaux, 2010; Cooper & Hawkins, 2014) and a lack of
representation in support roles (Cunningham, 2019; Mac Intosh et al., 2020) contribute to the
unique experiences of Black athletes at HWIs. Researchers such as Brooks and Althouse (2000)
attribute difficult experiences for collegiate athletes of Color2 to under-preparedness for college
academic rigor and cultural adjustment challenges. In examining the experiences of Black
collegiate athletes at HWIs, it is important to contextualize the nuanced complexities for Black
athletes across different gender groups. For example, Black female college athletes are stigmatized
in distinct ways from their Black male peers based on their race, gender, physique, sexuality, and
economic agency (Carter-Francique, 2013; Ferguson, 2016).
Despite the social and cultural adversities experienced by Black college athletes at HWIs,
their athletic enterprise warrants them pivotal players in major collegiate athletics (Cooper,
2016a). Specifically, in profit-generating sports, the NCAA (2019) reported that Black collegiate
athletes account for 56% of DI male basketball players, 45 % of DI female basketball players, and
50% of DI football players. Given their presence in collegiate sport, examining how Black athletes
at HWIs negotiate their racial identities and perceive social justice and inclusion can inform how
athletic and academic institutions holistically support this group of students. As contemporary
socio-cultural movements for equality, such as Black Lives Matter, garner the support of
racialized athletes and collective institutions, a call for transformational allyship has ensued (Jolly
et al., 2021). A recent study on student-athlete activism and racial justice engagement released by
the NCAA (2021) revealed Black collegiate athletes are significantly more likely to communicate
(77%) or demonstrate (53%) for a cause than their peers across all other racial groups (39% Latinx
athletes; 30% white athletes). The study also reported Black collegiate athletes possessed the
highest levels of racial justice engagement – conversations with family/friends (94%); posted
content to social media (89%); conversations with coaches (67%); attended protests/rallies (49%);
monetary contribution to organizations (43%); and contacted public officials to express concerns
(27%). We posit the burden of proactive social change must be removed from Black college
athletes themselves and placed on change agents with privileged identities and institutional power
(e.g., largely white coaches, administrators, faculty, and sport brands).
Traditionally, research has focused on advancing equity and inclusion in the workplace and
among athletic staff (Adair et al., 2010; Cooper & Hawkins, 2012; Cunningham, 2008a, 2008b,
2009, 2012). Studies also have explored how university faculty perceive collegiate athletes
broadly. Comeaux (2010) examined how teaching and research faculty perceived white and Black
college athletes through photo-elicitation. His findings revealed the existence of colorblind
ideology and lowered academic expectations of Black athletes when compared to their white
peers. While this study explored the racial discourses that exist for Black college athletes at a large
Division I institution, it primarily focused on the perceptions of collegiate athletes from teaching
and research faculty members. Additionally, there is scant research that has examined the beliefs
or attitudes of college athletes, especially those who are racially marginalized. Similar to
2

The term “Color” is used to reference persons or people of Color (POC). Persons of Color are
individuals who are non-white. The term is inclusive of many races and cultures who have a skin
pigmentation that is darker than what is socially defined as white by racial context. The term
emphasizes common historic experiences of systemic racism for people who do racially identify as
white.
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Comeaux’s (2010) findings regarding athlete identity in the college campus environment, Martin
and colleagues (2010) found that African American collegiate athletes are perceived to have
lowered academic expectations than their white counterparts at academically rigorous institutions.
The study revealed the existence of stereotype threat and stereotype reactance for Black athletes at
HWIs and the confidence needed for these students to navigate their academic experiences as
racial minorities. While this study highlighted the perceptions of Black college athletes regarding
their academic experiences and climate, it primarily focused on high-achieving Black male
athletes specifically from the Pac-12 Conference. In another study on high-performing Black male
athletes, Oseguera (2010) found that Black male athletes who perform high academically
experience attacks on their intellect from college faculty, administrators, and peers in both
academic and athletic settings.
Moreover, researchers such as Singer (2016) and Fuller and colleagues (2020) have
contextualized the intersection of race and sport as a relationship that often causes Black male
athletes to negotiate their racial positioning in society for their athletic belonging on campus.
Likewise, Beamon’s (2014) study on former Black male collegiate athletes revealed the existence
of racism, racial stereotyping, and self-segregation as central implications of the everyday
experience of this group of students on campus. Though the beforementioned studies focused
specifically on Black male college athletes, they provide relative insight into the unique
experiences of Black athletes as a collective at HWIs. These studies also illuminate the relative
gap in the literature that includes the experiences of Black female athletes, who often have
exacerbated experiences based on their race, gender, and athletic identities (Carter-Francique,
2015).
The purpose of the current study is to understand how the sense of belonging for Black
collegiate athletes at DI HWIs is influenced by their perceptions of race, inclusion, and social
justice activism. We seek to expand the current literature on Black athlete experiences to examine
how this population navigates their athletic and academic settings during the current unique
cultural climate. This study will further expand the conversation of diversity, equity, and inclusion
(DEI) within collegiate sport to include the views of one of its most vulnerable populations. In
addition, the current study provides a pivotal contribution to research as recent years (Black Lives
Matter era) have warranted heightened attention within the U.S. and global sport context to the
existence of systemic racism, which perpetuates a system of inequities and inequalities for POC in
society. These system imbalances are reinforced in higher education, which further renders
nuanced experiences for racial minorities on campuses, especially Black collegiate athletes (Jolly
et al., 2020). In recent years, racial discourses have been discussed but were not at the forefront of
attention within the social-cultural contexts of sport (Cooper, 2019; Kluch, 2020; Mac Intosh et
al., 2020). During a time when athletic organizations have begun prioritizing DEI strategies and
initiatives (e.g., mission statements, propositioning, and programming), understanding perceptions
of Black college athletes in the current mo(ve)ment provides relative insight into how this
population of students navigate non-Black campuses and negotiate their sense of belonging as
racialized minorities. The study also provides insight to aid in developing strategic initiatives and
programming to bridge gaps between athletic departments and broader campus, as well as increase
the sense of belonging and motivations for academic success for both Black male and female
collegiate athletes.
Critical Race Theory
Acknowledging the role of race and racism in the U.S. is necessary to understand the
significance of and relationship between systemic imbalances of power (i.e., education, wealth,
politics) and social support for Black college athletes attending HWIs. To conceptualize these
racial discourses, critical race theory (CRT) offers an intuitive lens to explore how neocolonial
ideologies of race are endemic within sport and other social structures. CRT largely stems from an
examination of the operation of race and racism as social constructs and its imprint on the
consciousness of society (Bell, 1987; Crenshaw et al., 1995; Delgado, 1995; Solórzano et al.,
1998; Tate, 1997). Researchers have reported CRT is a beneficial lens to examine racial
inequalities within American education (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2016). In addition, CRT
empowers participants to reflect on their social experiences that challenge dominant discourses
based on white privilege and normality (Singer, 2009).
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Though CRT is grounded in several primary tenets, the current study encompasses four tenets
of the theory to highlight and legitimize the ideas, perceptions, and experiences of Black collegiate
athletes at HWIs: (a) intercentricity of race and racism with other forms of oppression posits
multiple ideologies converge to create endemic, normalized, permanent, and fundamental modes
of oppression within U.S. society; (b) challenge of dominant ideology asserts that objectivity,
neutrality, colorblindness, and meritocracy do not exist in society; (c) commitment to social
justice; and (d) centrality of experiential knowledge, which recognizes the experiences of people
of Color are legitimate, appropriate, and critical to understanding, analyzing, and teaching about
racial subordination. In addition to the following tenets, the study encompasses the CRT principle
of interest convergence, which asserts the dominant group (white individuals) maintain their
power only by complying to demands of marginalized groups when interests of the two groups
align. In essence, there is no winning for groups subjected to oppression unless the privileged
group benefits more.
CRT helps to identify, analyze, and transform prevailing notions of colorblindness, racial
coding, and symbolic racism that impact the thoughts and perceptions of Black collegiate athletes
at DI HWIs. More specifically, CRT serves as a critically reflexive view of understanding how
Black athletes negotiate their racial identity and the impacts their perceptions of inclusion and
social justice activism have on their sense of belonging at these institutions. In the current study, I
extend the scholarship focusing on equity, inclusion, and social justice within athletics by
examining salient identities of Black athletes and their influence on how they perceive and
navigate hegemonic structures as racialized individuals. Focusing on this specific population’s
feelings toward the response of academic and athletic institutions to issues of diversity and
inclusion can provide insight into strategic programming to support their holistic development at
HWIs. In this regard, the study was guided by the following research questions:
RQ1: What counternarratives of racial identity exist for Black collegiate athletes at DI HWIs
in the post-2020 BLM era?
RQ2: How do Black collegiate athletes at DI HWIs perceive diversity, inclusion, and social
justice activism in the post-2020 BLM era?
RQ3: How does intersectionality (race, gender, and athletic identity) influence a sense of
belonging and motivation for success beyond collegiate athletics in the post-BLM era?
Method
Research Design and Site
This study used an instrumental case study design (Merriam, 1998; Stake, 2003; Yin, 2003,
2009). Berg (2001) asserts that case study approaches involve “systematically gathering enough
information about a particular person, social setting, event, or group to permit the researcher to
effectively understand how it operates or functions” (p. 225). Instrumental case studies in
particular provide insight into a particular issue or redraw generalizations (Mills et al., 2010).
Utilizing this method, the researcher was able to gain a deeper understanding of Black collegiate
athletes' thoughts and perceptions of how those ideas shape their experiences at HWIs. The HWIs
in this study provide a unique contribution to the current literature considering the historical
context of African Americans being relegated to only attend Historically Black Colleges and
Universities (HBCUs) before the 1960s. Notably, during this time, a watershed moment of the
Civil Rights movement (1954-1968) was Brown vs. Board of Education (1954), in which the
Supreme Court ruled racial segregation in public schools unconstitutional. Currently, the relevance
of the Black Lives Matter movement has posited a wave of Black students utilizing their agency to
highlight their experiences with college campus climates at HWIs (Kluch, 2020). This has become
heightened for Black college athletes, as increased commercialization of revenue-generating sports
(e.g., football and men’s basketball) have resulted in the increased exploitation of this group of
students (e.g., overrepresentation of Black athletes in revenue-generating sports) (Harper, 2018).
This design allowed the researchers to capture meanings, common experiences, and themes that
were present through the participant narratives. To abide by Center for Disease Control (CDC)
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safety protocols3 during COVID-19 and ensure the well-being of the researcher and participants,
this study was conducted through the Zoom video conferencing platform.
Participants
The participants (n = 6) in this study are current Black collegiate athletes at Division I HWIs
in the Southeastern region of the U.S. A total of 10 Black collegiate athletes were recruited as
potential participants in the study. Although seven athletes agreed to participate in interviews,
scheduling conflicts prevented one participant from participating, and only a total of six athletes
participated in the study. Given the purpose of this study, a case study of six participants allowed
for a deep understanding of the perceptions and experiences of this group of athletes. A smaller
sample size helped the researcher facilitate a closer association with participants and enhanced the
validity of fine-grained qualitative inquiry (Crouch & McKenzie, 2006). Scholars such as Yin
(2009) and Mayes (2006) surmise that information-rich examinations of phenomena are more
important than generalizability aims of larger sample sizes. For example, Bimper and colleagues
(2012) utilized a sample size of seven participants to investigate the self-perceptions and behaviors
contributing to Black male athlete success in navigating their college experience. The findings,
while not generalizable, revealed consistent themes about perceived social and educational capital
as a tool for liberation for the participants. In another study, Singer (2005) used an instrumental
case study to examine the experiences of four Black male college athletes at a single HWI to
understand how they perceive racism on campus. The researcher asserted that the number of
participants allowed for a rich understanding of the external theoretical problem facing Black male
athletes at HWIs.
In the current study, the participants were comprised of two male football players (King 1 &
King 2), two male track and field athletes (Prince 1 & Prince 2), and two female track and field
athletes (Queen 1 & Queen 2). Pseudonyms were used for all participants. Participant
demographic information was collected to better understand their beliefs, perceptions, and
experiences as racialized individuals on campus. Of the participants, four students (King 1, King
2, Queen 1, and Prince 1) attended predominately white high schools, and two students (Queen 2
and Prince 2) attended predominately Black high schools. All participants identified as
heterosexual. Table 1 provides additional demographic information about the participants.
Table 1
Participant Demographic Data
Participant:
King 1
King 2
Queen 1
Queen 2

Classification:
Junior
Senior
Junior
Sophomore

Major:
Journalism
Sport Management
Psychology
Managerial Science

Grade Point Average:
3.00 – 3.49
3.50 – 4.00
3.0 – 3.49
3.50 – 4.00

Data Collection Procedure
After receiving approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB), both purposive and
snowball sampling (Patton, 2002; Yin, 2009) was used to identify participants for the study. This
sampling method allowed the researcher to lead with the specific criterion for the participants who
were to be examined. Once the initial participants were identified, those individuals referred other
Black collegiate athletes for the study. The following criteria were established for the targeted
participants: (a) identify as Black or African American; (b) currently enrolled as a full-time
student at a historically white institution (HWI); and (c) participate as a member of any varsity
3

To prevent the spread of COVID-19, CDC guidelines recommended stay-at-home orders during
the time of this study. Colleges and universities across the U.S., including the institutions
participants attended, were closed to the public and virtual learning was implemented.
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sport team. Due to schedule conflicts with the participants’ schedules, the six collegiate athletes
participated in two separate focus groups instead of a single focus group with all six individuals.
Two football players and two female track athletes participated in a single focus group, and the
remaining two male track athletes participated in a separate focus group. Both focus groups
utilized the same interview protocol. All six participants completed a short demographic survey
before participating in the focus group and individual semi-structured interviews.
Data Collection Methods
Focus Groups
The two semi-structured focus group interviews served as a preliminary data collection
method. The focus groups helped draw upon participants’ attitudes, feelings, beliefs, experiences,
and reactions from a collective lens. Participant attitudes, feelings, and beliefs partially may be
independent of a group or its social setting, but these perceptions are more likely to be revealed via
a social gathering and interaction such as a focus group (Gibbs, 1997; Gill & Baillie, 2020). Focus
groups specifically are useful for engaging in an in-depth analysis of the collective experiences of
a specified group to identify commonalities or abnormalities on key topics of interest (Patton,
2002). For the current study, the semi-structured focus group interviews concentrated on
understanding how participants perceive diversity and inclusion as well as the institutional factors
in academic and athletic settings that impact how they experience college. Each focus group
interview lasted between 45 minutes to one hour.
Individual Semi-structured Interviews
The primary data source for the current study included six individual interviews. Semistructured interviews were conducted to gain a deeper understanding of the participants’ accounts
and worldviews of their collegiate experiences (Roulston, 2010). The semi-structured interview
protocol was guided broadly by questions focused on participants’ personal experiences as a Black
college athlete and their perspectives of inclusion, social justice, and its influence on their sense of
belonging at HWIs. Throughout the interview sessions, dialogue with participants naturally
became a conversational exchange (Harper, 2009), which allowed participants to authentically
answer questions on the topic. In addition, the semi-structured nature of the interviews provided
opportunities for participants to offer additional insight into their experiences in academic and
athletic settings.
Vignettes
During the individual semi-structured interviews, the researcher utilized vignettes to elicit rich
but focused responses on issues surrounding diversity, inclusion, and social justice. Vignettes
often are used to investigate attitudes and feelings about motivation, cross-cultural
communication, racial integration, and other sensitive social phenomena (Sampson &
Johannessen, 2020; Schoenberg & Ravdal, 2000). In the current study, participants were
encouraged to comment on four photos that depicted concrete examples of individuals (Valenti &
Costall, 1997) and their actions representing facets of identity and inclusion in the athletic context
– race, gender, athlete, social justice, and allyship (Hazel, 1995; Torronen, 2018). The photos used
were: (1) NBA teams kneeling in support of Black Lives Matter protests (Sherman, 2020); (2)
NFL players standing for the national anthem (Zaleski, 2019); (3) NBA team owner during a
basketball game (Graham, 2019); and (4) Becky Hammon, a female NBA assistant coach (Marchi,
2019). The participants described their thoughts and perceptions of the situations or person being
depicted in the photos, which provided deeper insight into how their identities shape their
worldviews concerning inclusion and sense of belonging on HWI campuses.
Data Analysis & Trustworthiness
The semi-structured focus groups and individual interviews were transcribed verbatim and
reviewed multiple times for accuracy by both authors. Following the transcriptions, member
checking was used to reduce the impact of subjective bias in data analysis and strengthen data
trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 2002). Participants had the opportunity to check
the transcripts for clarity and make amendments. After clarifying the transcripts, a sequential
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thematic analysis was used to identify themes within the data (Biddle et al., 2001; Kiger & Varpio,
2020). To further avoid researcher biases, the raw data (transcripts) were independently analyzed,
categorized, and coded into initial codes (78), second-cycle codes (22), and emergent themes (5)
using computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software (ATALAS.ti). The ATLAS.ti analysis
provided a more intricate lens for examining relationships in the data and substantiating the
analysis and interpretation of data findings (Ang et al., 2016). An abductive approach to coding,
which involves a combination of inductive and deductive coding, was utilized to identify final
themes in the data (Linneberg & Korsgaard, 2019). The inductive analysis allowed the researcher
to stay close to the data by using codes directly from the participants, whereas the deductive
analysis informed categorical areas of the theoretical framework (CRT). Data triangulation
involved the perspectives of Black male and female student athletes across two different sports
(football and track and field). The emergent themes are reflective of the shared experiences of
participants and organized following interpretive CRT frames to better contextualize participant
narratives.
Findings
The findings of this research study revealed the most salient and negotiated identity for Black
collegiate athletes at HWIs is their race. Acknowledging the duality of their underrepresented
presence on campus and overrepresentation in athletics is important in understanding their
perceptions of inclusion, social justice activism, and sense of belonging. All participants (n = 6)
had a specific personal definition of diversity and inclusion, which framed how they perceive the
campus climate and navigate those environments. Five emergent themes were found from the data
analyses: (a) overcompensation for racial identity (RQ1); (b) gendered racism (RQ1, RQ2); (c)
commitment to social justice activism and allyship (RQ1, RQ2, RQ3); (d) athlete bubble within
the campus (RQ1, RQ2, RQ3); and (e) invisibility of holistic identity (RQ2 & RQ3).
Racial Identity Salience
To understand the first research question, which seeks to understand how Black collegiate
athletes at DI HWIs perceive their racial identity, the interviewees expounded on how they
negotiate their racial identities. King 2, a junior football player, described feelings of pride,
surveillance, and hard work:
Being Black is very important to me. […] Since coming to college I learn about being Black
more and more. You’re living in a world where everybody else has a head start, everybody
else being, you know, white people. You have to keep going…You have to do more right than
wrong, so your family is looked at in better light or you’ll be called a thug or out of your
name. You really have to be on your Ps and Qs at all times. You know what I mean? I have to
put on for my last name. It’s what drives me to be successful.
King 2’s comments compliment the CRT tenet that race and racism are endemic and permanent.
His feelings reveal the hypervigilance that accompanies being a racialized minority in America.
His acknowledgment that white people have a head start in life and the motivation to overcome
racist realities highlights systemic power imbalances that are reinforced at HWIs and directly
impact people of Color. King 1, a senior football player, shared similar sentiments of pride and
adversity:
It makes me unique in this world, and in America of course. It comes with inherited problems
where some people view you as a perceived threat without even knowing you personally. I’m
still proud to be Black! Everything that comes with it and adversity only makes you stronger.
[…] If you take Black people out of the picture, what would America be like? Unseasoned.
I’m proud to say that!
King 2’s comments reaffirm the socio-cultural discourses that place Black people at a
disadvantage in society. The heightened sense of judgment based on race signifies the stereotype
threat of being viewed through a lens of negative stereotype (Steele & Aronson, 1995) that
contributes to feelings of isolation and lack of acceptance for this subgroup of students at HWIs.
King 2’s comments also reflect the view of subordination and racial marginalization as a motivator
to defy stereotypes and succeed. King 2’s insight also highlights the prove-them-wrong syndrome,
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which Moore and colleagues (2003) attribute to the persistence of African American males to
succeed despite negative academic and social experiences on campus.
Queen 2, a junior track and field athlete, added: “There’s pride in being Black. Black people
are just different. I’ve been through a lot; we’ve overcome a lot as a race!” Queen 2’s response
reinforces the will to prevail in unfavorable circumstances. Prince 2, a senior track and field
athlete, describes the complexity of honoring his ethnicity as a Nigerian, but being confined to
racial distinctions as Black because of the color of his skin:
I’m proud of my Nigerian American heritage. But this is what you see – I’m a young Black
male. That’s all people go off of. My name is not a regular name. Most likely you wouldn’t
know my Nigerian ethnicity unless you asked me […] I just say I’m Black.
All participants acknowledge the dichotomous representations of Black people in America when
compared to other races, especially white people. While they highlighted the inherited barriers and
disadvantages that come with being Black, there was a renowned presence of resilience in
overcoming adversities to challenge the dominant ideologies of society. Additionally, the
recollection of the historical and contemporary implications of their racialized social positioning
supports the CRT tenet of experiential knowledge. Thus, the participants offered counternarratives of personal experiences that were defined by strength and will to conquer oppressive
circumstances.
Defining Diversity & Inclusion
To better understand research questions two and three, which are concerned with how
participants perceive inclusion and a sense of belonging in academic and athletic settings on the
campus, the interviewees offered their definitions of diversity and inclusion. All participants had a
unique, but a fundamental understanding of the terms, which informs how they define their sense
of acceptance or lack thereof on campus. Queen 1, a junior track and field athlete, provided the
following response to how she understood diversity and inclusion within athletic and academic
settings:
Diversity means various differences and traits […] in general everything does not look the
same. Inclusion means together and united. Uniting the differences.
When describing her perception of diversity and inclusion within athletics, Queen 1 said: “I feel
it’s pretty diverse […] there’s Black and white people, and women. I’d say it's inclusive too.”
However, in academic settings she explained: “There’s not much diversity. And I wouldn’t say
there’s much inclusion. Everyone has their own groups.” Her insights reveal the experiential gaps
in inclusion between athletics and the broader campus. Thus, the divide between the athletics and
campus communities can contribute to a lowered sense of belonging for this group of students.
Similarly, Prince 1, a senior track and field athlete, described diversity as having different people
of different backgrounds, along with inclusion, as consciously learning from people’s differences
and happenings in the world:
Having a mix; different groups of people from different backgrounds, like race and social
class. Inclusion is learning about each other and what everyone goes through. You know, rich
people won’t have the same problems as low-income people […] understanding their
differences.
In describing the athletic department and university sense of diversity and inclusion, Prince 1 said:
“I wouldn’t say that our campus is diverse, it's predominately white. I would definitely say that in
the inclusion aspect, I don’t know if the university admissions are really targeting African
American communities; I wouldn’t say it’s too inclusive.” He went on to describe the athletics
department as inclusive, but not very diverse. He referenced the largely Black population of
athletes, but not many people of Color were on staff or in leadership positions. These statements
reinforce the CRT tenants of permanence of racism, as well centrality of experiential knowledge,
as they highlight the nuanced understandings for Black athletes at HWIs. It is worth noting that
both participants offered surface-level descriptions of diversity in both settings, which identify
readily visible differences in demographic characteristics (Lambert & Bell, 2013). Deep-level
diversity, which concerns non-observable differences (e.g., religion, beliefs, attitudes), often is
difficult to evoke because of personal biases.
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Emergent Themes
Overcompensation for Racial Marginalization
Research question one is concerned with how participants negotiate their racial identity at
HWIs. To better understand this question, we explored the influence of racial identity in campus
interactions with peers (athlete and non-athlete), coaches, administrators, and faculty. This theme
was identified to characterize the racial stereotypes, microaggressions, and internal obligation to
prove or validate their belonging as racialized students in academic and athletic settings. Prince 2
describes his experience proving his academic legitimacy as a STEM major:
I really believe they (white peers) think a lot of us are getting in off of affirmative action…In
class, they’re curious to know what I’m about to say, I think being the only Black person and
Black male in class, people turn around and listen when I speak. When I’m talking to my
boys, I can talk like this. If I’m in class, I show them – I do this! You can’t ever play me – I
can articulate myself and ask questions too.
Prince 2’s statements highlight the preconceived undertones of racial stereotypes (i.e., affirmative
action, under-preparedness for academic rigor, dumb jock) and stereotype threats (Cooper, 2016b)
associated with Black students that directly impact the sense of belonging for this group of
students at HWIs. To validate his existence in classrooms, Prince 2 mentions a code switch or
assimilation technique he utilizes to gain approval from his peers. Similarly, when asked to
describe how her identity as a Black female impacts the relationships she pursues with
administrators and staff in athletic settings, Queen 1 explained how she code switches and
overextends a welcoming persona to give a good impression before being judged as a racial
minority:
You feel like people who don’t look like you aren’t really willing to listen…I feel more
comfortable reaching out to people who look like me, I don’t feel as bothersome. I don’t have
to go out of character. It’s like sometimes you deal with people of a different race, you feel
like you have to code switch. I make sure to go out of my way to be professional and speak to
more people in the athletic academic center, so they know I’m a Black girl and I’m a nice
person too.
Queen 1’s response compliments the CRT tenet regarding the permanence of racism and challenge
to dominant ideology as she overcompensates for the stereotype threat of being a Black woman
(Cooper et al., 2016). Both participants’ responses contextualize the dualities of being racially
marginalized on campus in both academic and athletic settings. Their sentiments embody the sense
of pride in being Black and having to overcome obstacles as a race. As such, intentionally
rewriting the narrative of Black stereotypes (males as intellectually inferior; females as angry or
hostile) sometimes comes at the expense of authenticity. King 2 added:
I know I’m a large Black guy on a white campus [. . .] I want people to know like, I’m not just
here for the gear, I’m here to “milk the game” – I’m here to get the most out of this
opportunity. I’m not just an athlete, I’m a student. At the end of the day, I have to put on for
my name, for my race, and be smarter than those other kids […] you have to prove that you’re
not dumb. They automatically assume I don’t want to do my work. Like you have to insert
yourself in group projects.
King 2’s statement highlights the controversial existence of exploitation of Black college athletes.
Referencing his access to the institution via his athletic participation in a game reveals the CRT
dynamic-interest convergence facing Black college athletes at HWIs (Donnor, 2005). He
acknowledges the benefits of being on the team (access) and using it as leverage to better represent
his family and racial heritage. Thus, illuminating the linked fate (Simien, 2005) or awareness and
belief that what happens to the individual member (King 2’s academic success) will impact the
larger group (family).
Gendered Racism
Research question two is concerned with how Black collegiate athletes at DI HWIs perceive
diversity, inclusion, and social justice activism. Many Black collegiate athletes at HWIs have
reported experiences of stereotype threat that attribute to their feelings of lack of acceptance or
inclusive campus climates in both athletic and academic settings. This theme represents the
nuanced experiences of the interviewees based on their gendered racial identities. Both male and
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female interviewees highlighted experiences of overt and covert racism and its influence on their
perceptions of inclusion. These psychosocial and emotional realities can present major problems
for Black collegiate athletes’ sense of belonging on campus. Queen 1 expressed her experience
being objectified, sexualized, and criminalized as a Black female in athletic settings:
Sometimes African American females have little dips in our lower backs, everyone in my
family has them. You don’t see it as much in Caucasian women. My strength and
conditioning coach (white woman) told me I need to stop sticking my butt out. She told me I
was trying to get attention and being promiscuous by making my butt look bigger. I was so
confused. I’m built this way.
A lot of us on the team wear weave and headbands to preserve our natural hairstyles
during lifting and practice. The guys wear durags, but that’s fashion now. I remember an
assistant coach, she stepped to us and decided we had on bandanas, and she was like, “What
gang are you in?” I was taken back because she was African American, and she basically said
I look ghetto. When it comes to cultural things – would you call that discrimination? Because
I think so.
Queen 1’s statements exemplify microinsults that perpetuate the disregard and lack of cultural
empathy for Black women. Their multiple marginalized identities within the white maledominated institution of sport render them silenced and often invisible (Bruening, 2004). Her
reflection also highlights CRTs permanence of race and centrality of experiential knowledge as
she recognizes the racial microaggressions that still pervade institutions of higher education
(Solórzano et al., 2000). These assertions made by athletic staff are dangerous and have major
implications on the emotional psyche of this subgroup of students. Moreover, in explaining the
impacts of being a Black male on his sense of belonging, King 1 stated:
It can be frustrating that people perceive me as one-dimensional. I remember going into a
dorm with another Black student (non-athlete peer). The receptionist asked us if we play
sports and I made up a random sport, and my friend said, “No, I’m just a student.” She said to
him, “How are you a Black guy at this university and you don’t play a sport?” That really
stung me. I wear less gear because I love to see the reaction of people. I pride myself on being
more than an athlete.
King 1’s response highlighted the social positioning of Black males on predominately white
campuses, which further impacts their sense of belonging. The denial of the existence of Black
males on campus outside athletics perpetuates stereotypes, such as unearned admittance for
athletics instead of intellectual ability. Both participants reveal the experienced microinvalidations
that disregard their realities as persons of Color in both athletic and academic settings, further
contributing to feelings of isolation on campus by this group of students.
Commitment to Social Justice Activism & Allyship
The third component of the second research question explores how Black collegiate athletes at
DI HWIs perceive and engage with social justice activism. This theme reflects the overwhelming
presence of the interviewees believing in an obligation to social justice activism as well as
expecting allyship from their coaches, athletic departments, and universities. Though all
interviewees described allyship in different ways, there was a reemerging idea that coaches,
athletic departments, and universities should use their platforms and power to advocate for
positive social change on behalf of Black college athletes. All participants felt their individual
teams (e.g., coaches, teammates, etc.) addressed issues of racism and inequity promptly. There
also was an acknowledgment of athletic departments’ efforts to support diversity and inclusion.
However, overall, the interviewees expressed feelings of hesitation from their universities, which
intensified the gap between athletes and their peers in the broader campus community. When
asked about his views of athlete activism for social justice, King 1 explained:
I love to see it! It has to be more than a moment. I don’t want players to catch flack for it by
their coaches…I started an idea with our position group to create a video with a hashtag for
social justice. Of course, they (white spectators) hear me whenever I make a play on
Saturdays, but do they hear me whenever I say police brutality against Black people is a
problem in America? Does my value change when I take my jersey off? Am I just Black? I’m
a big advocate of using your platform and I think more athletes need to do that in the most
respectful and appropriate manner.
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Similarly, King 2 added:
I’m glad that players are holding their coaches accountable because almost every sport, major
sports, are bringing the most money. The coaches are often white and the players that make
up the teams are Black. Coaches have an obligation to speak for equality. On the field they
love us, but when we take the helmet off, we’re just Black.
Both comments from King 1 and King 2 support the CRT tenet of commitment to social justice
and experiential knowledge/counter-narratives. Their sentiments highlight the sense of obligation
and support for social justice activism, especially by athletes who can use the social capital for
advancement. Their accounts acknowledge the intercentricity of race and racism, particularly the
invisibility of their feelings/concerns and needs as it relates to social justice issues beyond playing
their sports. The hegemonic realities that exist outside their team dynamics impact their lives off
the field and thus why they cannot just “shut up and dribble.” They also highlight a call to action
from coaches as supporters and allies, and inadvertently reference the exploitation of Black
athletes as they are accepted on game days and not valued off the field. This is yet another racial
microinvalidation they experience whereby they are reduced to being one-dimensional (only
athletically talented), which also is a form of athletic commodification and dehumanization.
Athlete Bubble within Campus
The theme “athlete bubble within campus” addresses research questions two and three, which
are concerned with how DI Black college athletes’ sense of belonging is motivated by their
perceptions of diversity, inclusion, and social justice activism. Within the sport context, many of
the participants felt feelings of diversity and inclusion received within the athletics department are
not reflected in their experiences with the broader campus community. While they acknowledged
the existence of negative racial discourses within athletics, their team cohesion with teammates
and coaches influences their sense of belonging within athletics. Their athlete identities provide an
in-group commonality and acceptance within athletics, while their racial identity on campus
warrants heightened feelings of surveillance, exclusion, and lack of support that widens the gap
between the athletics department and campus. Many of the interviewees accredited the lower sense
of belonging and inclusion on campus to the limited availability (time constraints or schedule
conflicts with sports) or interest (exhaustion from athletic commitments) to engage with the
broader campus due to conflicting schedules. King 2 perceived the campus' reactive response to
Black Lives Matter as a reflection of its lack of care for the Black community. He stated:
“Athletics does their part to bring awareness. However, it took our university a bit longer to come
out with a statement regarding all the Black Lives Matter movement.” This assertion aligns with
CRT tenets regarding challenges to dominant ideology and commitment to social justice as he
seeks the support of his institution in the fight for racial equality. Moreover, when asked how he
feels his identity influences faculty and peer interactions with him in the academic setting, Prince
1 commented:
Here, there’s an athlete bubble, in athletics I feel that there’s inclusion… on campus, athletes
hang with athletes, Black people hang with Black people. Everything is semi-divided. It’s just
a regular college campus, I’ve been to plenty college campuses and it’s just a regular big
school. I don’t feel like an over sense of belonging here…I went to a boarding school – my
high school class, that was a sense of community. Here, you stick to your groups.
Prince 1’s comments highlight the segmentation of social groups at HWIs, which act as a barrier
to foster an inclusive community. He presents a nuanced experience, as he had the privilege of
attending a boarding school from which he references his sense of belonging and community.
Prince 1 described the demographic makeup of his boarding school as predominately white but
culturally diverse with a fairly sizeable athlete population, which attributed to his sense of
inclusion at this institution. When describing the campus climate, Queen 1 added:
Quite frankly, I just see a bunch of white people. You would think there’s no Black people on
campus. You’ll see Asians, Caucasians, you will see every other race besides Black people in
your class. You can have 300 people in your class, you might have 10 Black people. It’s not
very diverse at all. I think that’s one of the things I struggle with is trying to find the Black
community.
Again here, Queen 1 attributes the surface-level demographic breakdown of her class as an
indicator for her lack of feelings of belonging on campus. Her assertion speaks to the CRT tenets
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regarding permanency of race and experiential knowledge because she highlights that her visual
lens and perception of diversity on campus does not reflect one of inclusivity, which adds to her
feelings of isolation. Prince 2 provided interesting insight as he recognized his comfort within
athletics and the dichotomies of his racial identity on campus, but he has had positive experiences
with the campus community. He stated: “I gravitate more towards athletes, specifically Black
athletes, but as far as professors I have people like my PI from my lab, my old chemistry teacher –
they embraced me.” As mentioned before, Prince 2 is a STEM major and his motivation to be
successful post-undergraduate drives his willingness to participate and engage with faculty on a
deeper level. His recollection offers insight to the CRT tenet regarding experiential knowledge
because he provides a counter-narrative to relationships with faculty members on campus. Lastly,
when asked about the athletic department and college’s response to issues of racial and social
justice at her university, Queen 2 shared the following:
Our athletics released statements. Our coaches have talked to everyone about the issues. I feel
like they really care. They told us we would get in trouble for being out during the pandemic,
but they would allow us to attend protests... I can’t say the university as a whole has done a
good job of speaking up.
Queen 2’s statement highlights two separate experiences for Black collegiate athletes – a feeling
of support from the athletics department and a lack of similar affirmation from broader campus
leadership. These experiences constitute a barrier to the broader sense of belonging for this
population and influence their level of engagement (or lack thereof) with the university outside of
athletics.
Invisibility of Holistic Identity
Research question three was concerned with the intersection of race, gender, and athlete
identity and its influence on the sense of belonging and motivations post-collegiate athletics.
Throughout the interviews, participants referenced instances that revealed the duality of being
collegiate athletes on campus. All participants acknowledged the social status they possess on
campus. For example, Queen 2 mentioned: “Activism is so important because athletes are leaders
on campus and people look up to us.” However, their social positioning on campus can
overshadow their needs for holistic support, such as the desire for minority representation in both
academic and athletic settings, mentoring, life skills, and time to explore career and internship
opportunities. When asked about receiving support, King 2 described being self-motivated and
support as non-existent. When describing his relationship with administrators within the athletic
context he stated:
They, you know, I feel like they truly see us like – I’m going to be blunt, but it’s about
money. You know what I mean. Some of them see us as a tool to pay their bills and that’s it.
They have to take care of us and make sure that we’re content with you know, our
conditions…I’m self-motivated. I do it for my family, but mostly myself.
King 2’s comment aligns with the CRT tenet regarding interest convergence, whereby he feels he
only receives support from the athletic department because the members benefit as well.
Moreover, when asked about her preparedness for life post-collegiate athletics, Queen 1 added:
“So much of our time is gone to our sport that we don’t have time to get ready to prepare towards
life after college.” Her statement reveals the desire to seek opportunities to invest in her future, but
her commitment as an athlete conflicts with those desires. In addition, King 1said: “I think
schedule-wise, schedule is majority reason why I hadn’t developed relationships.” He went on to
say: “Within athletics, it's basically your job. When you come here for college, that’s your job for
the next four or five years. There are opportunities for me to feel included in campus, but football
is different. I’m always tired after campus.” King 1’s statement illuminates the role conflict
experienced by many collegiate athletes on campus. The sport business culture that focuses on
maximizing time, energy, and interest in sport conflicts with academic enrichment (Cooper &
Cooper, 2015). Moreover, when discussing changes for the university to foster a more diverse and
inclusive environment, Prince 2 mentioned:
I would say that I want to gravitate more towards people who look like me because that’s just
something you don’t find in common at a PWI. I had my first ever Black male professor last
year.
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Prince 2’s comments highlight the desire for more minority representation. Similarly, Queen 1 and
Prince 1 also mentioned the need for a more diverse presence in campus faculty, positing that a
more diverse presence would motivate them to engage more. Black collegiate athletes at HWIs
inevitably are perceived as an outgroup because of their racial identities. Diversifying the campus
workforce, specifically those in faculty and administrator roles, could help validate Black student
athletes’ sense of belonging on campus and further cultivate an inclusive community (Jolly et al.,
2020).
Discussion
The purpose of this study was to gain a deeper understanding of the sense of belonging for
Black collegiate athletes at DI HWIs, and how these experiences influence their perceptions of
race, inclusion, and social justice activism. This study considered the relevance and significance of
the current unique social and cultural climate (post-2020 BLM era), and its influence on the
findings. CRT tenets were utilized to interrogate how socially constructed racial discourses inform
the lens for Black collegiate athletes and their experiences on campus (Ladson-Billings, 2016).
The analysis of participants’ responses suggests the CRT tenets (intercentricity of race/racism,
commitment to social justice, interest convergence, centrality of experiential knowledge, challenge
to dominant ideology) used to rationalize the reflection of society’s hegemonic structures on
college campuses impact participant perceptions of inclusion, social justice activism, and sense of
belonging. The interviewee counternarratives revealed the understanding of their racial
significance and positioning, which further influenced how they perceived their environments in
academic and athletic settings differently.
In the athletic context, participants acknowledged the presence of racial marginalization and
expressed specific desires for genuine holistic support, such as more Black representation across
all levels at the university (e.g., student body, faculty, staff, administration, etc.), mentorship, and
time to explore resources to prepare them for life post-collegiate athletics. Similarly, in a study
that examined the impact of holistic development support programs at DI HWIs on Black athlete
experiences and outcomes, Cooper and colleagues (2019) found that strategic culturally-relevant
programs provided a range of personal and professional benefits to Black athletes. Though the
study primarily focused on Black males, the findings revealed the desire for more Black
representation, mentoring, and experiences to support their unique cultural positioning on
predominately white campuses. Furthermore, in a qualitative study investigating academic, social,
and athletic experiences of Black collegiate athletes at HWIs, Sato and colleagues (2017) found
that the participants had a negative experience with the campus climate due to academic
challenges such as lack of preparedness, cultural differences, and negative sport and race-based
stereotypic beliefs from faculty. Consistent with these findings, throughout the current study
participants expressed instances of cultural incompetence from faculty, staff, and peers, codeswitching, and uncertain genuineness of support from institutional staff in athletics and academic
units. In contrast, the overrepresentation of Black collegiate athletes, team cohesion (athlete
identity), and intentional responses for social justice and equality within the athletics department
promoted an in-group experience of trust that shaped the participants’ perception of athletics as a
more inclusive community when compared to the academic setting.
Concerning the academic context, the lack of social support contributes to the stress of
alienation and isolation based on the participants’ racial and athletic identities. Carter-Francique
and colleagues (2015) applied a CRT framework to examine Black collegiate athletes' experiential
realities within their academic environments. Their findings revealed academic success was
contingent upon interactions with faculty, as their status as Black athletes promoted positive and
negative interactions. Similar to these findings, in the current study Black collegiate athletes
expressed interactions with faculty and non-athlete peers undergirded by prejudice and racial
stereotypes served as barriers for them experiencing an inclusive campus climate. Participants in
the study referenced experiences of microaggressions and preferential treatment of white
counterparts from faculty. However, it is worth noting one participant acknowledged having
generally positive experiences with faculty members.
Moreover, many Black collegiate athletes have difficulties transitioning to new social
discourses; they may once have been the majority in their previous communities, and now struggle
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with the reality they are the (numerical) minority at HWIs. Interestingly, the participants who
attended predominately white or racially diverse high schools (King 1, King 2, Queen 1, Prince 1)
reverted to mainly establishing relationships with other students (athletes and non-athletes) who
shared similar racial, ethnic, and/or cultural backgrounds. The interviewees expressed culture
shock from the drastic disproportionate number of non-Black students on campus compared to
Black students. The lack of Black representation in faculty was another contributing factor to these
athletes’ lack of sense of belonging in academic settings. All participants expressed the desire for
more people of Color as professors and campus leaders. These findings support Bimper’s (2014)
study, which also employed CRT to investigate the influence of post-racial narratives on
colorblind racism for Black intercollegiate athlete experiences. The study revealed that Black
athletes recognized that colorblind racism from faculty and peers indirectly affected their
experiences and perceptions in campus environments.
In addition, the findings revealed a major influencer in participant perceptions of campus
inclusion is the university’s response to issues of racism, social justice, and equality. All
participants referenced their disdain for the reactive, delayed, and ambiguous responses from their
institutions to condemn racism and racial inequality. The participants suggested the hesitation or
silence in support of recent movements for racial equality inadvertently supports white supremacy
or the status quo and negatively impacted their sense of belonging on campus.
All in all, the participants expressed their self-motivation and/or support from family drives
their desire to continue at their universities despite negative experiences. Throughout the study,
participants revealed a reoccurring sense of pride in their racial identities. Following CRT’s tenet
of experiential knowledge/counter-narratives, their understanding of the historical positioning of
Black people in America warrants their perception of adversity and difficult situations as an
opportunity to strengthen their emotional intelligence. Additionally, participants expressed the
desire to feel better prepared for life post-collegiate athletics. While they attribute the support
received to athletics, the participants asserted limited time and availability adversely impacted
their level of engagement with the broader campus.
It is worth noting that there is a wealth of historical and contemporary sport research that
highlights the descriptive experiences of Black athletes at HWIs (e.g., academic neglect, social
isolation and lack of support, athlete identity crises, etc.). However, the current study provides
considerable insights to how these athletes interpret and apply meaning to their experiences as
racial minorities on campus during a climate of heightened awareness of racial inequality and
inequity. More specifically, applying a CRT lens to the study allowed the researcher to identify the
various instances where race converges and diverges in the participant experiences. The current
study highlights the significance of recent racial justice movements in shaping the perceptions and
expectations Black athletes have of their athletic departments and educational institutions. The
study reveals how the broader BLM movement not only enhanced Black college athletes'
sociopolitical consciousness, but also empowered them to speak out and demand more of their
athletic departments. Collectively, the participants acknowledged a sense of social “wokeness,” in
which Black athletes expect their athletic departments and institutions to explicitly express their
support for racial equality, while openly condemning racism. As such, the athletes applied
meaning to reactive responses to racial equality and BLM from their institutions; delayed
responses often resulted in the participants questioning the genuineness or intention of their
institution’s commitment to racial equity and inclusion. Previous studies have indicated how Black
college athletes felt marginalization and were passionate about challenging conditions they faced
on campus, but this study highlights how the collective action garnered by a broader social
movement had a direct impact on their self-efficacy to engage in local and national political efforts
centered on racial justice. Participants not only were more aware of their experiences of
marginalization, which has mirrored current conditions in the broader U.S. society, but they also
were more determined to change these realities given the socio-historical and socio-political
context of the BLM era.
Limitations
In the current study, some limitations should be taken into consideration. One limitation is
participants were selected from two HWIs in the Southeastern region of the U.S. Thus, though the
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findings highlight the unique experiences of Black collegiate athletes at DI HWIs, they are not
generalizable to all Black collegiate athletes. In addition, due to time constraints and precautions
during COVID-19, a limited sample of current Black collegiate athletes were included in the
study. Also, this study explored perceptions of inclusion and a sense of belonging through the lens
of racial identity. The findings do not posit an all-encompassing solution for Black college athlete
inclusion on campus.
Conclusion and Implications
This study provides opportunities for athletic departments and institutions of higher education
to engage and understand the experiences of Black collegiate athletes. As society is undeniably
becoming more diverse, inclusive, and socially conscious, individuals on campus with privileged
identities (e.g., coaches, administrators, faculty, and other higher ed professionals) are encouraged
to leverage their power to redress racial inequities and inequalities. Populations who historically
have been systemically denied access to certain types of power should not bear the responsibility
of challenging systemic imbalances of power alone. To combat intentional and unintentional
stereotyping and microaggressions, faculty members should be mandated to engage in
unconscious and implicit biases training. Subsequently, accountability measures should be
instituted by including completion of those trainings in annual performance reviews. In addition,
the NCAA (2020) has encouraged athletic departments to appoint an athletics diversity and
inclusion designee (ADID) to assist in promoting and sustaining inclusive programming and
policies.
Another recommendation is for every institution to be intentional about filling this role and
allocating funds for strategic programmatic efforts to foster diversity and inclusion for its athletes
and the broader campus community. Hiring a faculty member for this position can warrant
positive benefits, as it provides an opportunity for athletics to align with university strategic plans.
For example, departments can implement standing dialogues on topics of race, gender, sexuality,
and other various diversity, equity, and inclusion issues. In addition, developing programming that
exposes collegiate athletes to research, internships, and study abroad experiences also are
recommended to increase positive cross-cultural interactions. More importantly, institutions of
higher education are encouraged to be proactive in advancing equality and social justice for all
students on campus. We suggest advocacy through mentorship programming, funding
opportunities, and enrichment experiences that focus on groups such as Black college athletes. For
example, campus faculty and higher education professionals can develop a pipeline summer
bridge program that introduces incoming athletes to the broader campus community outside
athletics. In addition, implementing a mentoring program that pairs college athletes with faculty
members in related fields of interest could help bridge the gap between athletics and the broader
campus community. The intentional hiring and retention of more diverse candidates to replicate
the diverse and inclusive student body also can help increase feelings of inclusion and a sense of
belonging on campus as well.
In addition, one of the best methods to advocate for Black collegiate athletes is through time.
Given their demanding schedules juggling sports and academics, allotting time back into their day
and presenting opportunities to engage with the campus community can help bridge the gap
between athletics and the broader campus. Athletic departments should work collaboratively with
faculty members and campus representatives to develop alliances with campus support groups
(e.g., multicultural offices, career centers, STEM groups, LGBTQI+ organizations, and units, etc.)
that can help infuse collegiate athletes into broader campus initiatives.
While this study focused primarily on the influence of racial discourses on the sense of
belonging, future research should consider other identities — such as sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, religion, sport affiliation, scholarship status (e.g., full, partial, walk-on), and
institution types (e.g., private, public, HBCU, PWI) — that shape athlete experiences on college
campuses. In addition, exploring perceptions and experiences of a larger sample of collegiate
athletes of Color across various universities and divisions also can uncover unique findings in
athletic and academic contexts. Future research also could employ experimental and comparative
designs to directly investigate the influence of identity on the sense of belonging. We posit that
further exploration of nuanced experiences of athletes of Color at HWIs can help translate the
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effectiveness of initiatives aimed at centering these athletes’ holistic development at HWIs.
Considering the current unique cultural and social climate for racial equality and the re-emergence
of the athlete-activist, the voices of athletes of Color are relevant and worth exploring. Future
research also could conduct a longitudinal study from an athlete’s senior year of high school
through college to explore how cultural backgrounds and preparedness for college influence the
sense of inclusion, belonging, and academic motivations for collegiate athletes of Color. In
addition, while this study utilized a qualitative design to explore the phenomenon, a mixedmethods study can provide a deeper understanding of the factors that negatively impact the
experiences of athletes of Color at HWIs.
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